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M oni torin g Clif f-nestin g Raptors at Pinn acles
Nati onal M onument

The Question: Are the numbers of nesting pairs of cliff-nesting 
raptors or the young they produce changing over time at
Pinnacles National M onument?

Pinnacles National M onument was established in 1908 to protect the
spectacular rock formations, caves and associated natural features for
their scientif ic value and for public enjoyment. The volcanic clif fs and
spir es delight many thousands of hikers and rock climbers each year.
These rock formations also provide a place for clif f-nestin g raptors to
raise their young. The three species of clif f-nestin g raptors at Pinnacles
are Prairie Falcons (Falco mexicanus), Peregrine Falcons (Falco peregrinus)
and Golden Eagles (Aquila chrysaetos). Each year approxim ately a dozen
pairs of th ese raptors nest among the Pinnacles rocks. The majori ty are
prairie falcons. Studies show that Prairie Falcons, Peregrine Falcons and
Golden Eagles are highly sensitive to human distur bance, especially
durin g the breeding season. The density of nestin g Prairie Falcons at
Pinnacles is among the highest known anywhere, even though many
climbers and hikers share their clif fs and peaks. This outcome is due to
the success of th e Breeding Raptor M onitorin g Program. 

The Breeding Raptor M onitorin g Program allo ws clif f-nestin g raptors to
nest and breed successfully by collectin g data to make the best 
management decisions. Data from this program allo w managers to 
selectively place voluntary closure advisories in areas only when 
necessary to protect clif f-nestin g raptors, leaving open as many areas as 
possible for public enjoyment. Closing areas only when necessary creates
a greater willin gness of th e public to abide by the temporary seasonal
advisories. 

The Project: Visit cliff-nesting raptor territorie s regularly
throughout the breeding season to locate nests and track the
status of the nestlings.

The Santa Cruz Predatory Bird Research Group, under the direction of
the Cooperative Park Studies Unit, ini tially carried out the Pinnacles
Breeding Raptor M onitorin g Program in 1984 and 1987. Since 1988 the
program has been conduct ed on a yearly basis entir ely by National Park
Service staff. The program was initiated in response to the perception that
visito r use was negatively impactin g clif f-nestin g raptors. The original
intents were to collect data on the timing and success of breeding, to
observe the effects of human-raptor interactions, and to discourage
human entr y into clif f-nestin g raptor terri tories whenever possible.  

Prairie falcons (top), per egrine falcons (bottom left) and
golden eagles (bottom right) ar e thr ee species of raptors
that nest at Pinnacles National Monument. 

A raptor biologist posts an advisory sign war ning hikers
and climbers that raptors ar e nesting beyond the sign.
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